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Life Without TV Is Worth Exploring 
ORONO, Maine -- It's time to pull the plug. This is TV-Turnoff Week in Maine, and the 
national observance is coming up April 24-30. Maine Governor Angus S. King and 
Education Commissioner J. Duke Albanese have issued to challenge to Maine students to 
red uce their viewing to only four hours during each of these weeks and to spend most of 
their time participating in fun and educational activities with their families. 
So, what's a family to do when dinner is over and no one rushes for the remote control? 
Don't give boredom a chance. Get up and investigate the world without leaving home, 
advises Mary Bird, science educator at the University of Maine College of Education . 
Bird emphasizes that each day is full of science opportunities, and she has more than a 
week's worth of ideas for exploration and discovery. 
Torn Off the TV and Torn on to Science 
• Maybe the three little pigs weren't very good at building homes of straw and sticks, 
but birds do a terrific job. It's against the law to take a bird's nest from the wild, but 
you can still find out how complex these little wonders are. Just gather s ome 
sticks, grass, bits of string and maybe a little mud. Shape a nest, put it in a 
sheltered place outside and see how long it lasts. Could you make the grade as an 
animal architect? 
• Waiting for spring can seem awfully tedious, but you can actually measure its 
arrival with an ordinary 12-inch ruler. Find a spot in your yard or neighborhood 
where plants are just starting to emerge from the soil. Use your ruler to measure 
the young green shoots. Check them every day or two. Chances are, you'll find 
nature growing to great lengths, now that daylight is longer and warmer! 
• What, no kite? You can still have fun with windy weather. Tape ribbons, string, 
bits of foil, or crepe paper streamers to a coat hanger and hang it from a tree limb 
or a porch rail - or even from yourself. Or mix two spoonful of dish soap into a cup 
o f water to make bubble juice. Can you use the wind mobile or flying bubbles to 
tell which way the wind is blowing, or how fast? 
• Want to combine some bubble science with a letter to Grandma? Mix some water 
and dish soap in a bowl to make bubble juice. Add a little food color or poster 
paint if you want. Then stick one end of a straw into the water and blow in the 
other end tom ake lots of bubbles in the bowl. Lay a piece of plain paper gently on 
the bubbles for just a moment, then lift it off. After it dries, you'll have beautiful 
bubble-print paper. Before you send it off to Grandma, though, solve this little 
puzzle: What shapes are left behind by round bubbles? You might be surprised. 
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• Thousands of years ago, Chinese explorers discovered how floating magnets could 
help them find their way. You can make a version of their invention yourself, with 
a bowl of water, a kitchen magnet, a small bit of cardboard and a sewing needle. 
Rub the needle on the magnet about 30 times. Float the bit of cardboard in the 
bowl and lay the needle gently on top. No matter how you turn the bowl, the 
magnetized needle will always line up north-to-south. Now, you can go exploring 
with this modem version of an ancient Chinese water compass! 
• Who needs the Boston Marathon when you can have twig races in your own 
home? Ask a grown-up to help you snip some 12-inch twigs from various bushes 
in your yard or neighborhood. Place them in a vase of water and watch what 
happens to the buds as the days pass. Some might bulge and burst into bloom; 
others will open into leaves. You can keep records of which are first to open up, 
and how they compare to the parent plants outside. 
• Rainy day? No problem! It's perfect weather for chromatography. All you need is a 
black marker, a coffee filter or white paper towel, and a saucer. Make a big, black 
dot in the center of the filter or paper towel, place it on the saucer, and stick it out 
in the rain. It'll only take a few moments for a mystery to unfold. You might want 
to try again with a different black marker or pen because results can vary. By the 
way, "chromatography" means "color-writing" - and now you know why. 
• Listen up! Here's an ear-stonishing activity you and a friend can use to find out 
how sound travels. Cut a piece of string about three feet long. Loop the ends of the 
string around your index fingers and put your fingers in your ears. Have your frien 
d hang a coat hanger from the middle of the string, then tap the swinging hanger 
gently with a spoon or pencil. It's a home-made version of Big Ben! Now: what 
sounds can you make by trying different objects on the string? 
• Who's hiding in that shrub? More creatures than you might think. To find out about 
them, all you'll need is an old white pillowcase. Just lay the cloth under the bush, 
give the branches a shake and see how many tiny organisms come tumbling down. 
See how many different kinds you can observe, or whether all the bushes nearby 
have the same number and kinds of creatures. Happy hunting! 
• Did you ever want to get up close and personal with pond life? It's easy to do with 
a home-made pondscope. You can make one yourself with a cardboard milk 
carton, scissors, a rubber band and some clear plastic wrap. First, cut the bottom 
out of the m ilk carton. Then cover the hole with a big piece of plastic wrap, 
pulling the extra down over the sides. Hold the plastic in place with the rubber 
band. Put the covered end in water and peek through the plastic window for an 
underwater show. 
TV-Turnoff Week Can be Fun and Challenging for Kids 
Tum the week without television into a challenge to see how many different things your 
family can do, suggests Edward Brazee, UMaine associate professor of middle level 
education. Start with reading time every night for 30-45 minutes. No assignments, n o 
book reports, no questions to answer. Just read for fun. Here are more tips from Brazee, 
an expert in the development and learning of students age 10-14. 
• Go to the library to select some new books for the week or trade books with 
friends or a neighbor. 
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• Read something in common and discuss it - a short story, an article on a 
controversial issue. Ask questions and find out what everyone thinks about it. 
• Take a plate of cookies to those new neighbors you've never met. Welcome them 
to the neighborhood and tell them what they need to know. 
• If you do watch TV, make it an educational show and discuss it. Select something 
you normally wouldn't watch. 
• Go outside (it is light much later) and take a walk. Rake the front lawn. Shoot 
baskets. Ride your bikes to the park and play catch. 
• Actually DO one thing you've put off for the last 12 months. Write your Great 
Aunt Betty in Tacoma. Buy a bunch of postcards and write them to friends and 
relatives. Write that Christmas letter you never quite got around to. Call it the TV-
Turnoff let ter. 
• Get together a group from your neighborhood and offer to do a spring clean-up for 
someone who can't do it alone. 
• Figure out how much time you have available to you now that you aren't watching 
TV for a week. Then, figure out how much time this would be for a month, a year 
and beyond. 
How about a reader's theater that involves the entire family, asks Janice Kristo, UMaine 
professor of literacy education and a children's literature specialist. 
All it takes is a script, voice and gestures to bring characters to life right in your living 
room. Or you can create your own characters and make up your own stories. No props, 
no memorizing, no cost, and it can be adapted for all ages. 
In addition to being fun, reader's theater offers many educational benefits and helps 
children understand and appreciate language and its many uses, according to Kristo. For 
example, it involves reading, interpretation, oral expression, listening, imagin ation and 
cooperation. 
Readers' theater is an excellent exercise in the development and expression of critical and 
creative thinking, Kristo says. Its possibilities are endless and as varied as the 
personalities that go into the production. 
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